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LT - Attaining good 'public relations msay- pe the'most -

important and most difficult job facing a schobl.boiTd. To meet tiis ' *

. problem, a communications expert should be hired.at the assistant )
ssuperintendent level to develop and .implement a Gommunications plan.
This expeért should hold strong credentials and be recruited and hired -
directly by the superintendent and school board. Given free reignm, ‘
the communications expert.should conduct extensive interviews with .
the entire school staff te gain the information necessary for
developnent\of 2 program to create an.openiness between’ sqh"pol' and
public. The ‘program must be based on school board policies that

encourage increasing quality of the schopl district.’ (DW)
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Robert HcHenry, Chairperson
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Attaining good pyblic relations in a school district

is not only, in my opinion, necessary, but'perhaps the most
difficult job which faces any Board of Directors. In this 1‘/
‘day and age, particularly in a district wheire the specter of
white flight looms, it is absolut ly necessary that the pubXic
be informed, not only as, td what ghe school program is, but

of its plans for the future, and without publié input, the

school\di?grict is not only without vital planning information,

but is setting itself up for the legitimate complaint’ that it
’ dares little or nothing for public opinion &nd needs: ‘
.\\ We in Little Rock are proud that we have an&éz&egrated'

‘system, a system which we feel to be beneficial to all the g

' students, and a system which we must work toward the equal

. education Jf all students. .
In Little Rock, Arkansas, the black-white popul tion
ratio'is approxfmately 70% white td‘30% black; however with
the advent of cross-tjwn busing, and a complete integration of
,all grades (one through twelve)) we have experienced a[declining
white school population along with an increasing blacm enrollment.’
. The overall school black and wp&te ratio js- approximaJely 508~
) 50%. ‘v'l‘hus, you see dramatized the "white flight" syn rome, which

has pPlagued so many of our urban areas. Quite’ frankl ,'We are

proud tha“this situation has begun‘to stabilize, and/we\feel

/\
»as if we have at ieast slowed “he flight, and 1 beliqve that the

|
slowing has been ccomplished at’ least partially by thefBoard 1

and Administration 8 willingness to respond honestly/to the pa-~

trOps concerping district problems; however, this openn‘ks and,
‘
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, an atmosphere which is‘hlweys conducive to learning,'tq;_disci-
. ' ’
plinary problems are not nearly as bad as the public believes.

‘what I believe to he, an excellent program for‘jzl of the students,
has not b!bn nearly enough. We have failed ‘to completely stqg

a public reaction which coculd utterly deetroy the public schools
in our ‘city, and would, in my opinion, horribly damage the city )
of Little Rock itself. Certainly, any district can and should
improve its curriculum,'its teachere, its administration, its
board, and all.other aspects of public eaucation, but,as I.have
said beforxe, I think my district doee ofter the bést education
avai}able in the Lié&le Rock area. Why then have' we continueq
to lose white\Qiddle-class children? One elenent is that there .
are disciplinary problems within our district, and there has '
been in the past: and’ gtill exiete, some black-white confrontation,
but I believe, and my belief is Baded upon actual observation in

the schools, that while we nust continue to work . for amd obtain

Therefore, we have failed to inform the publfc about: (l)l tha-
good program available in our pubtrc schools; (2) the availa-
bility of the educational process for all children,,and (3) tﬂe
needs, problems, and henefits in our system. Coupled with this
failure is the equally ‘important failure to learn of Qhe needa,
concerns and. legitimate problems of the public (including
A Y
/

! [}

students, patrons, and teachers).
A quick e&amele on‘the'need, failure, and nethod of
approach can be found in our experience with the elementary _
schools’ at the beginning of the 1974-1975 rchool year: We
: peo, an exodus of white middle-class children

from our elementary kchools; we .felt that such an exodus would

feared and rightfull

be caused primarily by fear and misunderstanding 'and not by

, failure to provide a good elementary education. Ohe school in

paq&icular had experfanced'a loss of white middle-clase chilqren;
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the parents, both black ani white, took it upon themselves'to

alleviatq the ,fears and meet the .&estions of their fellow.
_l\patrons. The Parent Teacher Association, ‘in coopﬁ'a'tion with
the principal and teachers of that elementary school, ,arranged
a\neeting for all interested patrons and/or potential patrqns.
» We wel?omed person& now within the public schools, those not ' @
in the public schools| and ghose-who thought they might .
return to the puhli'c schools. School Board membjs were in-
vited, and along ﬂitzh the pri'/ cipal’ ;‘nd patrons, presenbed -
“odur case" to those attending. P}:ior to th' meeting, which

brought probably one hundred uhdecided parents, the public echool ¢

patrons had done their homeﬂo:k: these parents had worked their

<

neighborhood by telephone calls nd door-t01door knocking and

-

most of the spective patrons had begn a{pp ach‘ed.- ~Further,..
after the meetipg, these parents continued sheir one-on-one
presentation the undecided parent"sT ,As a result, the trend

?ht achobl was r}versed: certainly, there was nb eomplete
urn

around, .but aleo just .as Jcertain, white children began and

are still returning to Forest Park School, where they have found’
. - 5 . . . *

an/’ exwflent educational opportunity.
A similar pProgram was attempted in the other e\ﬁﬁentary

sehools n the Little Rock system; however, it was not as effec- K

tive beceuse it lacked organization and enthusiadm. There was

no:failur: of the patrons, obu't we failed to set up an organiza- '

.
-~

Yy e

tion which would seek out prospective students’ and moﬂ' importantly, -

. . A Y .
we failed to inspire in our principals and teachers at the various

elententary schools an enthusiasm needed, to accomplish this? j}:

\,' Coneequently, all to often, we approached the program as ,just

14

apother meeting whichvehad to set up and attend.™ _Jhe blame for:

* this lackadaisical attitude is of no importance, bué: whot is ‘of

f R -

. "
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¢ importance is tha* our district was not prepa;id at that time

for an all out communications program, apd fof this rea‘bn, we

suffered severe damage.

 *

' \
& The question then becoflesA How dods the district not.
&
i . ~- M
‘#only stop this damageé ‘but begin an affirmative program? 1 fee}
very strongly that the first item on txe agenda is to establish

a‘comMunications department, hire a communications expert, and
4 .
piace that communications expert inta cabinet position to the
LY L aad d
supezintendeqt. Thid'person s qualifications and abilities'§hould
{

emand a salary' in the f;nge of the other aSBISL at superinten»-
o

ts, and he or she should be gﬁven the overall assignment of

.
-

developing ‘and implementing a communications plan for the

~ district. o A ‘ . , -
K ‘Merely stating that a cdhmunications plan” shou d be: _,;'
designed and impIemented says no.hing, of course, bat _you must/‘ *
: ask the quest on: What is a cdqmpnications plan? , Lﬁ? e
T Theret is, qjeieurse, no siﬂgle plau, and the outline
. of a éian which I am suggesting h!!b is merely -that -~ an outline.

1 have said little concerning the best public relations of al}
and that ‘is of the well-trai ed student, the enthusiastic .
teacher, and the school volupkteer. Thes&\people make our school
system and ‘thetefore, are our-best‘public re\ations people. but
it. is my opipion/that a plan such as 1 a%.suggesting (or any v
_similar p. an) will not only more effectively organize such o

public oriented people and activitieg, but will instill in_

all concerapd the need for communications between government .

and its patrons.. . ' e

0. '

3

- A school district of 20,000 st&ée:ts or more.should

employ a communications expert with sufficient background and

.

ability to understand the problems oﬁ the school district, its,

v

students, employees‘aﬁd.patrons. .Tt. is a simple matter'to make

.
L . - .
» N ., ¢ + ' 4 .
. * .
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3-. this sFatement and very difficult to find the right person. I
recommend to you that vigor and commitment to the public school
4 ‘ ' «concep are:ssentfu elements to this employee. ) °
- P I believe that the- search for this _person should be
‘ ) handled at the very top level of the school district. ‘There
must be nc{ delegation of authority ‘in selecting this person; the
superintendent must actively recruit and. interview, and in_my
. opin}om-(although not ;hared by many of my own Board), the
' ) School Board itseIf shduld flave an active part in the selection
5 ‘ . ¥ the final candidate, ‘ -
. S Once the selection is made, the communicatg} should be
' ‘ given a free reign to study the system, interview and interrogate
. all of its employees (including the superintendent and the © T,
' ‘ assistant superintendents) this interrogation should not stop

LI 4

» - . with'the administration sor professional stafé but must include
. ‘the Board itself, students, clencal, custodial and maintenanc.e
staff. With the information' learned from such study, the )
.. . director of cpmmunications should submit to the superintendent
‘ and the Board a co::ununications program for the district. As in
. _ the superintendent's job performance, the puperintendent ands the
. < Board should give the director of communications dfeat leeway
- / to perform his duties, requfri.ng primarily that the bottom line
- be a better relationship w/ith the co@ ity and the dist __)Lct, and,
in my rticular :bnstance, a cessation of white flight. pf,
course, no communications expert can accomplish this t‘- over-

. night, nor can it be accomplished'at all without "an extraor8inarily {

:, ' good scheool. prqegram with the atten/ding requirements of good be-

~————

- . ® ’ *
. havioyr y?d academic freedom. A good communications program will L
" ' ' ” riot seXl what's not there; in fa-ct, we -must explain’'and comment

. ) ) on deficiencigs #s well as plusses. The Adminlistgttion and the

- - i . . ' . v -
.t . . : -.5- ‘
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" districts that the communications director must double either

‘the Board's judgment (no more than a superintendent'c judgment .

. : "

Board will be called upon to increase the quality of the district,
and will be stimulated to hetter pe:;ona{ performance.

With reqard to the pgogram itself, I do not feel that
the superintendent or the Board should set it up, it should be
tailored to fit the policies enacted by the School Board, and ' .
should provide an“openness between the gchool district and its ‘
patrons which vill inspire confidence each for the other.

I am aware, as I have attempted “to indicate in this paper,
that all the ills o@/g—school district can not be satisfied by .

hiring a coOmmunications director or establishtng a comnunicqtions h

department in a school district, and I am .aware in smaller : v

as a superintendent;,board member, or other employee of the
district; I am also awave that regardless of the ability of a

director or communicator, that the entire staff and board must

be dedicated to the concept of «pening our district to its ;L

L 4

patrons. * &

- = . - . .,

. ' ’ .
It is vital, however, than our schools become public

schools in tne true 'sense of the word, and in ogrder for tlﬁ.s )
publicness to be achieved, we Wust cast bff the sedurity of
s)ecx"ecy and the bTanket of pseudo ptoteeeionalism 'behind which
all to cften technicians and lazy boards hide. ue must_open our
lchools to inspection by our professional staff and our patrons.
It is now, and will aiways be, the obligation of the Bo2rd to
make the policies and the superintendent and his staff to recom-
mend and enﬁorce that policy; the buck'etops with.thé Board and

the 0pin}oh of the various conmdnigiee can not be suﬁstituted for .

. e .
controls the Board's éollective judgment), but we as sghool

officials, or for that matter, any type,of public orficials, .
A . . ‘ ¢
) .
) : " - - 6 - : A
. 4 - '




«, - can not, and-must not again,'act wihhout the\ynowledge of the

/ ' needs of the public, and to-obtain this knowledge, we must .-
Z. 4
) . v 1nform thé public of ou: aetIV4ties and discover from At its
. , / :
- T varying needa. . . ; ! :
. ] - : !
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